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Chapter One

I got a propensity for impulsive recklessness from my parents, and it’s given me nothing but trouble. One time in primary school, I jumped from a window on the second floor of the schoolhouse and threw my back out for a whole week. You might wonder why I’d do something so stupid, but there was no particular reason. They had just built the second floor, and when I stuck my neck out the window to take in the view another kid dared me to. “You talk big but I bet you can’t jump from up here—pansy!” Well, I got what was coming to me. The caretaker flung me over his shoulders and carried me home. When my father caught sight of me his eyes grew wide as dinner plates and he shouted What kind of jackass throws their back out jumping from a window?

I told him Next time I’ll do it and my back will be fine, just you wait and see.

Another time a distant relative sent me a western pocketknife. I was holding the blade up to the sun to show my friend how nicely it caught the light and he said, “Sure it looks nice, but I bet it can’t cut.”

“Yeah right,” I said. “This knife’ll cut through anything, I’ll show you.”

“Bet it won’t cut through your finger.”

Well I couldn’t let him get away with that so I shouted You bet it will! and sliced through the back of my thumb. Fortunately for me the knife was small, and the bone was hard, so my thumb is still stuck to the side of my hand like it should be. But the scar will be there till I die.

Twenty paces or so to the east of our yard there was a little vegetable garden with a chestnut tree growing in the center. Those chestnuts were the most important things in the world to me. When they were ripe they’d fall from the branches, and I’d go out the back door, pick them up, and stuff them into my pockets to eat at school. The west end of the garden continued into the yard of a pawnshop called Yamashiroya. There was a kid around thirteen or fourteen there named Kantaro. It should go without saying that he was a loser. He was a sniveling little loser but he still had no problem jumping over the fence to steal my chestnuts. One day I hid in the shadow of a folding screen and caught him in the act. He didn’t have a way out, so he came at me with all his might. He was two years older than me, he was a loser, but he was kind of a strong one. He came charging at me with his boulder of a head but he tripped at the last minute and ended up slipping into my sleeve. I couldn’t use my hands with his bulbous head up my sleeve, so I just waved my arms around—which of course shook his head up pretty bad. I guess he couldn’t hold out so he clamped his teeth into my arm and bit down hard. It really hurt so I slammed him against the fence, locked my leg under his, and pushed him over. The Yamashiroya yard was a good six feet lower than our garden. Kantaro broke the fence in half, flipped over the side and crashed headfirst into the ground. When he tumbled over the edge, my sleeve ripped off and went with him and my arm was free again. That night, after apologizing to the people at Yamashiroya, my mother trudged back home, the scraps of my sleeve in hand.

I got into all kinds of mischief. One time I took Kaneko (the carpenter’s son) and Kaku (the kid from the fish shop) out to Mosaku’s carrot patch. There were great clumps of straw lying on the ground where the carrots had yet to poke from the soil, and you could make a perfect sumo ring with them. We spent half the day wrestling on it and crushed all the carrots.

There’s more. Once I went out in Furukawa’s rice fields and filled in his well—I got in a lot of trouble that time. There was a wide bamboo pipe that stuck straight up from deep underground, water came up out of it and flooded the rice field. At the time I had no idea what the set up was for, and I jammed rocks and twigs into the pipe as tight as I could until I was sure that no more water would come out. I went home and we were sitting down to dinner when Furukawa came charging over, his face burning with rage. I think some money changed hands and that was the end of that.

My father never seemed to like me very much. My mother apparently favored my older brother. He loved the theater, and he was very white, almost transparent, so he had a penchant for playing the female roles. Anytime I strayed into my father’s field of vision he would take the opportunity to raise his hand and intone that I would never amount to anything. My mother perpetually warned me that all my mischief would come back to haunt me. I got it—I’d never amount to much—and I suppose they were right. Look at me now. I just try to stay out of jail.

Two or three days before my mother died, I was doing somersaults in the kitchen and I hit my rib on the corner of the stove. It really hurt. She was really angry that time—said that she didn’t want to see my face, so I went to stay with some relatives. And then I got word that she’d died. I didn’t think she was going to die so soon. I went back home thinking that, if she had been so sick, I should have behaved myself a bit more. My brother said that I’d been a bad son to her, that she died so early because of me. I couldn’t stand to hear it so I slapped him hard across the face. I got in trouble for that too.

After my mother died I lived with my father and brother. My father had no job, and at the very sight of me he’d start spouting diatribes about how useless I was. I don’t really know what he meant by any of it. He was a strange man. My brother swore that he’d become a businessman someday, and took up studying English. He always was a bit womanly, and a bit shady, so we never got along very well. We got into fights once every ten days or so. One time we were playing chess and he—little coward he was—made a scummy, cowardly move with his knight and, seeing that the move bothered me, took to snickering and pointing. It annoyed me so much that I grabbed the rook and jabbed it right between his eyebrows. It broke the skin and he bled a little. He ran and complained to our father, who quickly reminded me that he’d disown me in a heartbeat.

At the time I figured there was no avoiding it, so I assumed he would throw me out—until Kiyo, our maid for well over ten years, ran to him in tears, apologizing for me. He finally cooled off a bit. Despite of all the threats, my father didn’t scare me one bit—I just felt terrible for Kiyo. Apparently she used to be an aristocrat, but the family fell along with the Shogunate, and she eventually was forced, by circumstance, into servitude. By the time she’d started working for us she was just another old lady. I don’t really know about what happened to get her where she was—all I know is that she was always nice to me. I can’t imagine why, either. Three days before my mother died, when my father wanted nothing to do with me, when everyone in the town turned their backs on me as I walked down the street due to my stupid antics—even then, Kiyo treated me like I was the most important thing in the world. I had long realized that no one would ever like me, and I’d given up trying. When people treated me like trash I didn’t give it a second thought. It was Kiyo’s kindness that I found suspicious. Sometimes, when we were in the kitchen and no one else was around she would look at me and say, “You’re a good boy, you have an honest soul.” I didn’t understand what she meant. If I had such a good soul you’d think that someone besides Kiyo would have noticed. I told her I don’t like empty compliments. She smiled, looked me in the eyes, and said, “That’s exactly what I mean.” She looked down at me, beaming, proud—like I was somehow hers. It was, at the time, a little creepy.

After my mother died Kiyo was even nicer to me. Sometimes, even as a child, I found her affection strange. I wished she would just leave me alone. Her kindness made me uncomfortable, but she continued to treat me like a prince. Sometimes she would use her own small allowance to buy little cakes and cookies for me. On particularly cold nights she would secretly call for buckwheat flour, whip it into a thin, steaming porridge, and set it near my bed after I had fallen asleep. She even brought in piping hot clay bowls of noodles. I don’t want to imply that all she did was serve food—once she bought me a pair of shoes. Pencils. Notebooks. Once, quite a bit later in life, she even lent me three yen. I didn’t ask her for it—she just brought it in from the other room, handed it to me and said, “Your allowance is too small, don’t you think? Go on—take it.” Of course I said no, I don’t want it—but she insisted. “Go on—please take it,” she said. So I did. In truth, I was thrilled. I put it in a coin purse, put the purse in my pocket, went to the bathroom, and accidentally dropped the whole package down the toilet. I shuffled out of the bathroom, eyes fixed on the floor, and told Kiyo what happened. She took off looking for a pole of bamboo, shouting over her shoulder, “I’ll fish it out for you!”

A few minutes later I heard some splashing out by the well. I poked my head out and there was Kiyo, washing the coin purse, it’s strings caught on the end of the bamboo pole. We opened the purse to find the one yen bills stained brown, their printing beginning to run. She took them out and dried them over a pot of coals before passing them to me.

“What do you think?” She asked.

I sniffed at them. “They stink.”

“Then give them here,  “she said sticking out her hand. “I’ll go trade them in.”

I don’t know what kind of magic she worked, but she went off somewhere and came back with three shining silver coins. For the life of me, I can’t remember what I bought with them. I said that I’d pay her back, but I won’t. Even if I wanted to pay her back ten times the amount, I can’t.

When Kiyo gave me things she made sure to do it when my father and brother were out of the house. There is nothing I hate more than sneaking around and hiding to make sure that I get the most out of something. My brother and I may not have been on the best of terms, but something about getting pencils and candies from Kiyo in secret from him felt wrong—cowardly—to me. Once I asked her why she only bought things for me and not for him. She thought for a moment before answering. “Your esteemed father sees to it that your brother receives what he desires, so I believe it to be alright.”

It wasn’t fair. My father was stubborn, but he didn’t play favorites. Regardless, it must have appeared that way to Kiyo. She must have been absolutely drowning in love. But that was just the way she was—she might have come from a powerful family, but in the end she was just an uneducated old woman. These weren’t the only misunderstandings she was prone to. Favoritism—call it love if you’d like—is a wicked thing, it had her convinced that I’d turn into something special, a man among men, if only I was given the chance. To the very same extent she was convinced that my brother, with his delicate white skin and his studious books, was good for nothing but self-congratulatory quips. No one can match an old woman for faith. The people they like will inherit the earth and the people they don’t will fall to ruin, and don’t you try to say otherwise ‘cause they just know about these sorts of things. The prejudice of an old woman can fashion whole worlds from fantasy and preference. At the time I had no clue what I wanted to do when I grew up, not even an inkling, but Kiyo was sure that I’d be something really special. Looking back on it now it all seems so foolish. Once I even asked her what she thought I was going to do that would be so impressive, and when she tried to come up with an answer it was clear that she had never really given it any thought. Nevertheless, she was sure that I’d be driven around town in a rickshaw and I’d live in a mansion with an entrance hall and a yawning foyer.

Kiyo thought that once I had my own house, and was independent, she would come live with me. She asked me time and time again to let her stay with me. For some reason I thought I’d have a house someday too so I always said sure, she could stay with me. In hindsight I should have kept my mouth shut. You wouldn’t believe the imagination this woman had. Soon she was asking questions. “What’s your favorite part of Tokyo—Kojimachi? Azabu? We could have swings in the yard—one foyer will be plenty” and so forth, coming up with all sorts of increasingly absurd plans by herself. I didn’t care about houses in the least. Whether we were talking about Western homes or Japanese mansions—I didn’t have any use for any of them. I didn’t want any of them, and that is what I told her. She would answer, “That is what’s so wonderful about you—you don’t need things to be happy.” No matter what I said, she found a way to speak kindly of me.

We lived like this for five or six years after my mother died. My father scolded me, I fought with my brother, and Kiyo bought me sweets and said nice things to me—it was enough, and I was never wanting. I assumed that all the kids lived that way. But Kiyo would look at me, eyes softened, and continue to prod me with comments like You poor thing, you’re so unhappy—so I suppose I must have been a little poor and a little unhappy. However, aside from that, things were fine—though I guess my father never gave me an allowance, always the miser.

Six years after my mother’s death, on New Year’s Day, my father had a stroke and died. I graduated from a private middle school in April of that year. My brother graduated from business school in June. He said that his company was opening an office in Kyushu and that he needed to go. I had to continue my studies in Tokyo. He told me he wanted to sell the house, and settle our assets before he left, and I told him to do whatever the hell he wanted—I wasn’t going to be a burden on him. Even if he tried to look out for me, we would still have to fight about everything. Besides, accepting his half-assed care would put me below him, and I wasn’t going to go around bowing my head to such a nitwit. If I had to deliver milk to pay my way, I wouldn’t take handouts from him. He called for the antique dealer and sold all of our ancestors’ trinkets for practically nothing. An agent sold the house to a rich person. Apparently we got a good lot of money for it, but my brother didn’t tell me the details so I have no idea how much. At that point I’d stayed at a boarding house in Ogawamachi until our future prospects were settled, it had taken about a month. Kiyo had been with us for decades, so I hated the idea of passing her off to someone else, but it’s not like she belonged to me so there was nothing I could do about it. “If only you were a little older, I could stay with you,” she lamented. If she could stay when I was older, she should have been able to stay at the time. Old ladies, aside from not knowing very much, prefer to spend their lives twiddling with fantasies, so she thought I could get my brother’s house if I was just a little older.

So my brother and I split, but it was Kiyo that ended up with nowhere to go. My brother obviously didn’t want to take her, and she didn’t want to latch on to him and follow him to Kyushu anyway. I spent my time cooped up in my little room, but I had to be ready to pack up and leave when the time came. There was nothing I could do, so I asked Kiyo what she planned to do. “Until you grow up, and get a house and wife,” she said, “There’s nothing I can do. I suppose I’ll have to go burden my nephew.”

Her nephew was a secretary at the courthouse, and had never had a servant. He had invited Kiyo two or three times before, but she had turned him down, saying that lowly servant women were better off working in houses they knew well. But with the house gone she finally decided it would be better to go work for him than to look for a new employer and try to find a place for herself. She kept on saying Find a house, find a wife, and I’ll come help you. I could tell she liked me more than her nephew.

Two days before he left for Kyushu my brother came to my room and put six hundred yen on the table, saying “Start a business, use it for your studies, do whatever you want, I don’t care—but this is the last thing I’ll do for you.” That was probably the nicest he’d ever been. What did I need six hundred yen for? I was fine without it, but I liked something about the cold, businesslike way he handed it to me, so I thanked him and took the bills. He told me to take fifteen from it and give it to Kiyo, and I agreed without arguing. Two days later he left Shinbashi, and I never saw him again.

I thought about how to best use the money while I slept. A business would be a pain in the ass, and I’d never succeed anyway. Besides, I doubt you could start much of a business with six hundred yen. Even if I did start one I could never stick my chest out and stand in front of a crowd, bragging of my education and whatnot. No—it would never work. I didn’t care much for investment, so I decided to use it and go to school. If I used two hundred yen a year then I could study for three years. If I really worked at it, then I was sure I could accomplish something. I thought a lot about what department to enter, but none of them were very appealing to me. Literature? A Man of Letters? Thanks, but no. They write these poems that are twenty lines or so, and I can’t make heads or tails of a single line. If I hated all the schools equally, then they were all the same, so it didn’t really matter what I picked. But just then, I happened to walk past the physics department and saw a poster calling for new students—I figured it was destiny so I grabbed an application, filled it out and turned it in. Looking back on it, it was probably another mistake born of my parent’s recklessness.

I went to school for three years. I was an average student—I mean I wasn’t the smartest, so if you were trying to find my class rank it was easier to count from the bottom of the list. But to my surprise, I graduated along with everyone else when the three years were up. I thought it was a bit suspicious, but I say don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I kept my mouth shut and walked across the stage.

Eight days after graduation the Dean called for me. I figured something must be up so I went to see him and it turns out there was a middle school in Shikoku looking for a math teacher. He leaned back on his desk and sighed, “The salary is forty yen a month, what do you think?”

I’d studied for three years and to tell the truth, the thought of teaching, much less moving out of the city, had never crossed my mind. Regardless, I didn’t have any other ideas about what to do with myself, so I stood up and said, “Sure—I’ll go.”

My recklessness rears its head again.

Accepting the post meant I needed to leave Tokyo. I’d spent three years holed up in my little room, and never received any complaints. I went the whole time without getting into any fights. Compared to the rest of my life, it was a relatively carefree three years—but now I had to leave. In my whole life the only time I’d set foot outside of Tokyo was on a class fieldtrip to Kamakura. But Shikoku was no Kamakura. It was much, much further. I dragged out a map and looked it up. The town was on the coast, a nearly imaginary speck about the size of a needlepoint. I had no idea what sort of town it was or what sort of people lived there, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t worried. All I had to do was go. It did seem a bit of a pain in the ass though.

Once my things were packed I made a few trips to see Kiyo. I was surprised to find out that this nephew of hers was a pretty important guy. Every time I just showed up, they treated me like a celebrity. Kiyo would come sit by me and brag about me to her cousin. Once she even blabbered that when I graduated I was going to buy a house in Kojimachi and work at the city hall. Of course she decided all this by herself, and I didn’t know what to say so I sat there and felt my face flushing red. This wasn’t a once or twice thing. One time she even started telling everyone about how I wet the bed when I was little. I can only imagine what her nephew thought about all this, but Kiyo was old fashioned, so she thought of our relationship like I was her master from the feudal age, and so it followed, for her, that if I were her master I should be her nephew’s as well. It must have been awfully awkward for the nephew.

Finally it came time for me to leave. Three days before my departure I went to see Kiyo and found her laid up with a cold in a small, northern room. The moment I walked into the room she sat up and spoke. “Botchan, when will you become a house master?”

The poor thing thought money would rain from the sky once I’d graduated. If she thought I was so impressive you’d think she’d stop calling me Botchan. I told her it would be a long while before I owned a house; that I was going out to the country for work. Her face clouded over and she patted at her graying hair over and over again. She looked so sad that I quickly and mechanically added, “But I’ll be coming back you know. For summer break—I’ll be back for that.” But she still looked very sad, so I said, “What kind of souvenir do you want? I’ll get you whatever you want,” and she said, “Some bamboo candies from Echigo.”

I’d never heard of Echigo candies, it was a bad way to start. Echigo was in the wrong direction. “I don’t think they have those where I’m going,” I said.

“Where are you going?” She asked.

“To the west.”

“Is it before or after Hakone?”

I couldn’t think of anything to comfort her.

On the morning of my departure she came over and did all sorts of things for me. She stopped at a shop on the way and bought toothpaste and toothpicks and handkerchiefs and stuffed my canvas bag full with them. I tried to tell her that I didn’t need any of them, but she wouldn’t listen. She came up to the platform and when it was time for me to get on the train she looked into my eyes and said, in a voice so small I could barely hear it, “We may not see each other again...take good care of yourself.”
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